




ASHLEY COUNTY OFFICIALS 1864-1874: CARPETBAGGERS 
AND SCALAWAGS OR LOYAL CONFEDERATES? 













This paper is an analysic of Reconstruction government in 
Ashley County, Arkansas. The purpose ‘of the political survey wes 
to determine if the County governnent during Reconstruction years 
met with the. traditional, i.e. Dunning» thegis concerning govern- 
ment in the South during ‘this Parked. - Dunning thesis or idea 
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@ cece ie a . Northerner whe a. after the war, 
taking advantage of opportunities there to further his fortunes} a 
“ poalawag is a native Southerner ‘who aligned himself with the 
Republican party. : = 
: | | fhis study of Ashley County is Oe if the long-held 
: theory is valid or if the Sounty officials through the Searyear 
period 1864-1874 were nat 
during the war. : : 
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Ashley County, in southeast Arkansas, was organised as the 
fifty-thira county by act of the legislature November 30, 1848, 
with Hamburg as the county seat.* The county was composed ef 
scattered communities and the population wes relatively small. 
So when the war began it was still in its infaney. while other 
parts of the states were humming with military activity, Ashley 
County was comparatively quiet.” 

The area did its part in supplying men and officers fer the 
confederacy by furnishing at least 13 captains and 640 enlisted 


men.? No available study has been made for men serving in the 


union army from Ashley County. There was no army activity until 
near the end of the conflict, and very little then. Sinee the 
county lay on the eastern flank of General Steele's campaign 
efforts in South Arkansas, there was little exercise other than 
foraging for supplies. The only battle in the county was fought 
at Longview.” ; 

When the Confederate legislature met at Washington, Arkansag, 
in special session September 22, 1864, there was a mamber of the 
House from Ashley County. ‘fhe Union etate sovernment met that 
year in Little Rock with ne representation in the House from the 
county, but one man was purported to have been elected to repre+ 
sent it in the Senate.” when the above legislatures were meeting 
in their respective capitols, the following men, all white natives 
of southern states, were elected officials of Ashley County s® 

Judge . . « « » + « « William S. Lawson 
Clerk . «+ « « » » « Abner W, Files 
Sheriff... . + © « Benjamin Tiner 





fTreagurer .. + ++ + John Goodwin 

Coroner ». « « » + « « John FP. Ramsour 

Surveyor .. + «+ + « William Younger Duckworth 

Assessor... +. . John W, White? 
All seven were residents of the county prior to 1960, They were 
from varied occupations including four farmers, one carpenter, one 
merchant, and one lawyer.© fwo were previous office holders-- 
Piles and Tiner. 

A county debt sequired during the term of W. S. Lawsen, Judge, 
wag largely inevrred while young men were being enlisted for Con- 
federate service. The county outfitted volunteers by buying each 
a complete set of arms, uniform, and other necessary equipment.” 

Avner W. Files had served as clerk for six years prior to the 
1864-1 866 election.?° The early court boek records various 
positions of service for Renjamin Tiner prior to his election as 
sheriff for his first term in 1560.44 Botn Piles** and tiner?*? 
had Confederate service records as did William Younger Duckworth, 
the eurveyer .>” Before this term of office expired, the state's 
Confederate government was relinquished to the loyal Union govern- 
ment headed by Issac Murphy. On June 22, 1868, Congrese readmitted 
Arkansas to the tnion; in July, Pewell Clayton wes inaugurated as 
Governor. 

Ae @ result of these changes at the state level, Ashley 
County was to experience some uneettling episodes during its next 
political term. The slate of officers elected for the 18661868 
term were native Southerners. They were the following men,*° ail 
ineumbents with the exception of three positions--Treasurer, 
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Cerener, and Surveyor. 
Judge « . « « « « » » William S. Lawson 
Clerk . « « « « « « « Abner W. Files 
Sheriff . .« » e «. +» Benjamin Tiner 
Treasurer... . . . John W. Everett 
Surveyor .. .. «+ « Redert Daniel 
Coroner . « « « «© « » William P. Fisher 
Assessor .... - + John H. White 
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John W. Everett, Treasurer, was the second postmaster in Hamburg 
veginning in 1852.26 William P. Fisher, Coroner, and Robert | 
Daniel, Surveyor, fought for the Confederacy as private and ser- 
geant, respectively.” Sone of these officials were soon to be 
changed, however, 

A eeries of extraordinary events began taking place in the 
latter part of 1867. In Ccteober, a militery proclamation called 
for the removal of the clerk, A. W. Files, and the sheriff, 
Benjamin Tiner,’® gonn J. Curry and Benjamin C. Gibbs replaced 
these men. This caused guch consternation among the populace that 
the local newspaper, The Hamburg Times, published an article of 
protest which was reprinted in the Arkansas Gasette in December. 
The Times stated: 

The a@istrict commander, without assigning any cause, 

has removed the clerk and sheriff of this county, and 

appointed B. Ce Gibbs Sheriff, and Je Je Currys Clerk. 

We sume the removal has been made upon the represen- 

tations of the radicals of this county, who wanted the 

pesitions for themselves and their friends. The people 
will regret that their old clerk, whom they have trusted 
for five or six consecutive terms, has thus been forced 

to give place to a stranger, who, we are informed, 


has not the first qualifications for clerkship. .. « 
We can't imagine any cause for the removal of these : 





officers, unless it be the simple fact that Ashley voted 
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the reconstruction measures. 

This unusual set of cireunstances occurred while registration 
ef voters was taking place. Several acts of violence were pro- 
vokeds whether as acts of retribution or general antagoniem to 
the Pederal occupation is unknewn. The representative of the 
Freedman'e Bureau was shot in an attempted aneacsination. In 
another incident, five of the Union soldiers stationed in Hamburg 
were murdered while watering their horees in Sim Harris’ lake and 
their bodies aunk in the water." The legend commonly heard con- 
cerning thie event has it that loyal Southerners will not eat the 
fish caught in Sim Harris’ lake because of the il] repute of 
“dead Yanks” therein.=* | 

Powell Clayton apparently had these acts and others in mind 
when he declared martial law in Ashley and other counties 
November &, 1868.22 It was only a few weeks later he made an > 
explanation conserning his actions. He said, “in Ashley County, 
the sheriff was openly assaulted and personally abused; the 
registrars were driven away; the sheriff and clerk were compelled 
to resign, and to appoint deputies to save their lives; . . 723 

The governor appointed three generals to command the three 
districts wider his orders. Sam W. Mallory, of the Senate, was 
given command of the South, and Robert F. Catterson of the House 
of Representatives was assigned to the Southwest .7" While with 
the Union forces, Catterson had fought with the Third Brigade, 
Ninety-seventh Indiana, with the rank of Lieutenant Colonel; he was 
later made Brigadier General.75 ; 





Now the stage was set for another event concerning Abner 
Files, the ousted county clerk, who evidently had returned to his 
mercantile business. When General Catterson wes in nearby 
Magnolia in December, the governor ordered him to march to Hamburg 
to the relief of Censral Mallory who was in trouble and needed 
immediate relief because of the lawlessness and unrest.”° when 
Catterson and his men reached Hamburg, they arrested Files, whe 
had juat returned from New Orleans with a large etock of dry goods 
and supplies. The militia seised the entire stock and took Files 
as prisoner. The arrest took place in his store with several 
peeple present. The merchant slipped, unseen, a roll of bills 
containing $750 into the dress pocket of one of the ladies. He 
kept $60 in his pocket. 

The soldiers, one riding his mule and saddle, took him out- 
side on a road leading out of town. The December weather was cold, 
and Files mew his life was in danger. He pleaded with the 
soldiere for his live and promised to give them all the money in 
his poseeseion if they spared him. They agreed that if he would 
leave the state go they could report they had killed him they 
would let him go. He agreed, took to the woods, and ran until he 
reached a place of safety. Files later recounted the event to 
John Mortimer Harrell at Anthony House in Little xock.?7 

The Gagette recorded the same incident in January, 1869, and 
said that Files was induced by threats to pay $1,000 in greenbacks 
and $1,000 in gold in order to have his life spared and to be 
turned leose.7° 

This event caused such notordety that it spread all over the 





state. General Catterson referred to the incident in the newly 
loyal Reeenstruetion House of Representatives later in January 
in response to @ resolution tendering the thanks of the Heuse te 
Cattersen and his command for their services in southern 
artansas .*9 

Catterson referred to Piles as a desperade ané called upen 
his friend from the ceunty, Mr. Curry, to cenfirm thie deseription 
ef Files’ character. Ontteraon scoffed at the referenes to the 
merchant's wealth by saying he had never had $200 worth of goods 
in hie life, Inetead of geld watehes it should have been stated 
as twe cases of double-barreled shot guns! Inetead of finger 
rings, it should have been 1400 pounds ef buckshot! And he listed 
other items of merchandiee in like manner. These artioles were 
captured, he said, and the militia had stuck them in the Ouachita 
river .°° ; 

It has been mentioned that The Hamburg Times referred to 
Curry, who became clerk, as a stranger. Born in Monrve County, 
Indiana, ef parents who were natives of South Carolina,-* he 
served with Company HI, Twenty-second Indiana Infantry.°* It 
could not be determined if the Twenty-secend Infantry had deen in 
Arkansas, but it had been in Mississippi for a time >> 

Cattergon referred to Curry in his speech te the Heuse as 
“ay friend, Mr. Curry." Since beth men were from the same state 
and served in the Union forces, it is provable they had deen 
acquaintances prier te the war, or they could have become ac- 
quainted during the conflict. Inasmuch as Files was removed by 
military erder, it is feasible that Cattersen brought some 
influence te bear on Curry's appointment. 





The first record of the twenty-nine year eia?* Curry in 
Ashley County was May, 1866, when John Long mortgaged te hin 
500 pounds of lint cotton for $50.°° He was married nearly two 
years later in Hamburg to Sallie A, Harbison, 9° a native of South 
Carelina; by 1880, they had four children and a black eighteen 
year old servant boy to complete their household.” An interesting 
facet of his tenure in office is that his deputy clerk was named 
Re S. Curry.9° Like John curry, he was born in Indiana and his 
parents were from South Carolina. Since Xk. S$. was a year younger 
than John,” the evidence seems to indicate the two men were 
brothers or cousins. 

As clerk, Curry was responsible for issuing tax deeds. 
Several tax deeds were made to the Ashley Land Company, composed of 
John J. Curry of the first part, and R. S. Curry, J. S. Curry, and 
Jackson P. Harbison of the second part.”° Harbison was elected 
sheriff in 1868." In one deed book, over ten sales were recorded 
that involved 5,040 acres of land purchased by the Ashley Land 
Company for taxes in the amount of $661.30. "2 In addition to this 
type of transaction, there were many recorded instances of 
individual buying and selling of land by curry. ’? This clerk 
remained in office until 1872 when he was replaced by W. J. white. 


Benjamin C. Gibbs, who replaced Tiner as sheriff, wae a fifty- 
ys 


hb 


two year old painter from South Carolina when he asgumed office. 
He was discharged from the Confederate army by a certificate of 
digability in 1861 after only a few months service. "© In 1866, he 
assessed two town lots valued at $600.47 Little else is known of 


Gibbs except he was called a scalawag and a turncoat because of 





his appointment. *° 


For the next term, 1868-1870, the county chose these ment’? 
Judge ss 6 sae © o Se Py Wamnigk 
Clerk .« « « « © e » e JOhn J. Curry 
Sheriff . . «+... . Jackson P. Hardison 
Treasurer ..... - Presley T. Harbison 
Coroner . + « « « « « Vacant 
Surveyor .« » © » » « ts D. Harang 
Ageeseor .. .«. « « William W. Cochran 
Judge Wammack, who died after only a few months in office, 
was succeeded by William Younger Duckworth, the former gurveyor.°° 
Duekworth, an erstwhile whig in oolteton; had joined the Repub- 
liean party and was the first Republican judge in the Pen lcs 
Why the office of Coroner was vacant for two terms is not 
known. R. D. Harang filled the survayor's office and succeeded 
himself for another two years. ie was in the county in 1860 when 


ne married Zlizabeth Tilley .°* 


The assessor, William W. Cochran, 
a native of Missiseippi,-- had a Confederate service record.*" 
Sheriff Jackson P. Harbison, a local man who had fought for 
the Confederacy, had taken the oath of allegiance and had also 
become a Republican early after the war. He was a member of the 
Ashley Land Company for a short time. By 1872, he had sold interest 
in some of his land to other members of the company >” 
The exact relationship between the sheriff and the treasurer, 
Fresley T. Harbison, has not been determined, although in 1867 they 
assessed some property together .°” Little else could be ascer- 


tained about the treasurer who served two terms. 
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With the exception of W. H. Allen, who became assessor, a11 
other officers succeeded themselves for the 1870-1872 period. 
Duckworth, who had filled the unexpired tenure of Judge Wanmack, 
was elected to continue in that position for the new tern.>° It 
was said the Georgia-bern farmer, W. H. Allen, “by dint of good 
maragement and industry, became the owner of 1,000 acres of 
land. °9? The county reelected him for four more years--through 
1876. 

After a heated, suocessful campaign led by Matthew H. Dean 
for sherirr,°2 the following officers were elected for 1872-1874, °* 

JUGZO 6 « 6 «© © 2 © + Vacant 
Clerk . « 6 © » «© «© » William J, white 
Sheriff ...... . Matthew H. Dean 


Treasurer... .. . William Bunyan Stell 


Coroner... .. o « We. He. Wade 

Surveyor . .« . .« .« « William Hughes 

Assessor ....-- . Wade He. Allen 
The office of judge was not filled during this term. ‘The coroner's 
office was taken by W. H. Wade. Little information about him 
makes it diffioult te determine whether he was a native Southerner. 
The records show that he wes in the county in 1966 ,°9 

The other four functionaries had served with the Confederacy. 

William Bunyan Stell, who listed himself as a liquor dealer in 
1870,°% had been wounded in the Battle of the Wilderness and had 
his left arm amputated .©5 M. H. Dean had been a prisoner of war at 
66 wintiem J. wnite®? and william Hugnes®® 
served in the Cavalry and the Infantry, respectively. 


Port Hudgon, Louisiana. 





1% 


Twenty-three men served as officials during 1864-1874, 

Twelve of these have Confederate military service records. One 
man, who arrived in the county after the war, has a Union Army 
recerd. All were white local pre-war citizens with the exception 
of two: insufficient data on W. H. Wade has net shown that he was 
in the county before 18666. John J. Curry, the one with the Union 
Army record, was from Indfjana and filled the definition of carpet- 
dagger in every respect. Two officials, pre-war residents of 
Ashley County, were known to have joined the Republican party. 

The assumption is reagonable that the sheriff, who replaced the 
custed Tiner, algo joined the Republicans. 

Therefore, the overall view shows that, in the main, Ashley 
County was not ruled by carpetbegrers, scelawags, and Negroes 
during Reconstruction. Rather the affairs of the county continued 
to be administered by its own local citizenry. 

Prem the study of this Arkansas county, it has been determined 
that Dunning's theory is not valid. ‘More studies of thie nature 
would be in order on the state and county levels all over the 


South. 
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